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An Estimate of the Volume of Wholesale 
Trade in the United States, 1899-1935 

By N. H. Engle, Assistant Director, Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce ' 

IT is well Icnown that there is very httle data available 
on the extent of the wholesale trade of the United 

States before the year 1929, when the first census of 
wholesaling was taken. Since that time, a second com­
plete canvass of the United States was made for the 
year 1933 and a third is now in process by the Census 
Bureau covering the year 1935. The outstanding im­
portance of wholesaling as a part of the national 
economy was not generally realized until the census 
revealed the vast extent of this phase of distribution. 
The experience of the N. R. A. has further served to 
focus attention upon that part of the wholesale struc­
ture wliich sought codification. Because of the in­
creased interest generated in wholesaling by these 
occurrences, data have been sought on the extent of 
wholesaling prior to the census of 1929. 

In order to avoid misunderstanding, a word of cau­
tion on the concept of wholesaling used in this article 
is in order. By wholesaling is meant the volume of 
marketing transactions in which the buyer is actuated 
entirely by a desire to make a profit from the use or 
resale of the goods purchased. This is in contrast 
with retail purchases which include only those trans­
actions in which the buyer is pm'chasing for his own 
or his family's use. The total volume of goods mar­
keted at wholesale which the author attempts to 
measure in tliis article should not be confused with. 
the total volume of wholesale trade as measured by 
the Census Bureau since the latter includes much 
duphcation and is restricted to speciahzed wholesal­
ing establislmients. It should not again be confused 
with the veiy narrow view of wholesaling which con­
fuses wholesahng with the activities of wholesalers. 
It is this concept of wholesahng which is measured by 
the annual estimates prepared by the Marketing Re-, 
search Division of the Bureau of Foreign and Domes­
tic Commerce for wholesalers proper. 

In this article the attempt is made to measure the 
total volume of goods marketed at wholesale at the 
point of production or importation or just as they 
enter the portals of the distribution process. Included 
in tliis concept of wholesaling are the activities of all 
producers or importers as they initiate the flow of 
merchandise through the marketing channels. Such 
transactions are consistently recognized as wholesaling 
transactions in the compUation of wholesale price 
indexes which are based upon price quotations of pro­
ducers. This is, moreover, about the only point at 

> Frederick M. Cone, of the Division of Bconomic Research, assisted In working 
out the method of Interpolation used and in computing the data In tbe tables. 

which a measure of the total volume of goods marketed 
at wholesale can be given on a comparable basis with 
a minimum of duphcation. As the goods flow through 
the wholesaling process the number of transactions 
are multiplied and transportation and distribuuon 
costs are incurred until the volume of wholesaling 
transactions or turnover reaches inposing proportions. 

The author has evolved a method which is the out­
growth of a related technic which he worked out some 
years ago for the Brooldngs Institution. The basic 
assumption is that, since aU but a neghgible volume of 
the goods produced and imported into the United 
States first enter the distribution stage of production 
through wholesale channels,'' a measure of the total 
volume of such production and importation actuaUy 
provides a sound basis for determining the volume of 
nascent wholesale trade. Moreover, this is a measure 
which is avaUable for a number of years prior to 1929. 
Indeed, there are indexes of the aggregate value of 
production extending back to the turn of the century. 
Notable among these is one prepared by Prof. F. C. 
MiUs, of Columbia University, which appeared in his 
pubhcation "Economic Tendencies in the United 
States", pubhshed in 1932 by the National Bureau of 
Econ'omic Research. None of these indexes proved to 
be adequate for this purpose, however, since they faUed 
to correspond closely Avith the more complete data 
alreadj'̂  avaUable for census years. 

Computation of Aggregate Value of Production. 
A corrected index was therefore devised, which drew 

upon existing indexes for intercensal periods but ad­
justed them to a series of relatives by use of a method 
of interpolation. Table 1 indicates the method of 
computing relatives for the census years between 1899 
and 1935. The actual doUar values for manufactures, 
agricultural production, and mineral products were 
utihzed for this purpose since they comprise some 98 
percent of normal total production in the United States. 
The year 1929 was selected as a base for reasons which 
will appear from the discussion. The aggregate value 
relatives from table 1 are utUized as the framework for 
the revised index (see table 2). Since they cover only 
census years there are a number of gaps, first of 4 years' 
duration between 1899 and 1919, and thereafter of 1 
year each. These relatives were next compared mth 
Professor MiUs' index, the three sections of which were 
first sphced and then converted to a comparable 1929 

> Approximately 97 percent of the value of produced and Imported goods flowed 
through wholesale channels In 1920 and 1033, according to the best estimates available. 
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basis. Notable discrepancies were observed between 
the relatives and the index for the census years, espe­
ciaUy for the early years of the century. A comparison 
with a simUar unpubhshed index by Dr. Clark 
Warburton indicated the same condition. Both Pro­
fessor MUls' and Dr. Warburton's indexes showed 
fairly close correspondence in the direction and annual 
rate of change. I t was therefore decided that the cen­
sus relatives might be used as guides in the construction 
of a new index based upon that of Professor MUls but 
utihzing his only as a basis for estimating the annual, 
intercensal direction of change, the rate of change being 
revised by the methodology indicated in table 2. 

Table 1.- -Value of Products of Aiirlculture, Manufactures, and Mining 
In the United States, 1899-1935 

Tear 

1899 
1004 
1909 
1914 
1919 : 
1021 

Aggregate 
value of 
products 
of United 
States In­
dustry 1 
(miUions 

of doUars) 

16,772 
20,418 
28,707 
33,127 
83,673 
60,719 

Aggre­
gate 

value 
relatives, 
1021) ̂ -lOO 

17.0 
23.1 
32.0 
37.6 
94.7 
04.3 

T e a r 

1923 
1025 
1027 
1920 
1031 
1033 

Aggregate 
value of 

products 
of United 
States In­
dustry < 
(mUIIonB 

of doUars) 

77,683 
80,300 
79,804 
88,263 
61,486 
40,286 

Aggre­
gate 

value 
relatives, 
1829=100 

87.9 
01.0 
00.6 

100.0 
68.3 
46.7 

I Value of products of manufactures for the years 1899-1920, inclusive. Is from the 
Census of Manufactures: 1029 "Statistics for Industries and States", p. 2. The 
flgure for 1933 Is from the preliminary release of tho Census of Manufactures for 1933, 
issued January 23,1036, by the Buroau of the Census. About 300 million dollars 
have been added to the value of manufactures as reported to allow for the industries 
canvassed in 1920, but not in 1933. 

The value of farm products is exclusive of crops fed to livestock and represents the 
gross Income from farm production taken from the "Statistical Abstract ol the 
United states", 1031, p. 009, for 1890 and 1004. The flgures for all other years are 
taken from the July 1936 Issue of "Crops and Markets", p. 270, of the Department of 
Agriculture. The value of mineral products for the years 1809 through 1931 is taken 
from "Mineral Resources of the United States", 1931, part I, p. A-11, and the figure 
lor 1033 is taken from the "Minerals Yearbook", 1036, p. 16. 

In this method the change in Professor MiUs' index 
for the intercensal period is compared with that in 
the census relatives. If the rate of change in Pro­
fessor MiUs' index differs from that in the census 
relatives, it is assumed that this error is the cumulated 
result of a number of equal percentage errors. Thus, 
from 1899 to 1904, it is found that the percentage 
change in Professor MUls' index is greater than that 
in the census relatives. Consequently, it is assumed 
that the corrections to be used are those given in 
column 7. Column 8 then represents the adjusted 
percentage change in Professor MUls' index for the 
intermediate years. These percentages are then ap-
phed to the census figure for 1899 to obtain the 
revised aggregate value index (column 9). The same 
procedure was foUowed for each intercensal period. 
This gave a revised aggregate value index for goods 
produced in the United States and a much stronger 
and more accurate index because of the tieing in, at 
each census year, with the actual aggregate value 
relatives. 

The next step was to estimate the doUar volume of 
goods produced in the United States for the entire 
period. The 1929 Census of Manufactures and Dis­
tribution made it possible to refine the data on aggre-

63051—36 3 

gate value of products for that year, and thus to cor­
rect the totals for aU years, using the 1929 figure as 
a base. The foUowing tabulation (table 3) gives the 
refined figure of $78,976,202,000. A simUar estunate 
for 1933, based on the Census of American Business 
and the 1929 ratios, gives a corresponding figure of 
$37,085,597,000. 

Table 2.—Method of Interpolation Used to Compute Aggregate 
Index 

Tear 

1890 
1000 
1901 
1002 
1903 
1904 
1906 
1900 
1907 
1008 
1000 
1910 
1911 
1912 
1913 
1914 
1015 
1010 
1017 
1018 
1010 
1920 
1021 
1922 
1023 
1024 
1025 
1020 
1027 
1028 
1029 
1930 
1931 
1932 
1933 
1034 
1935 

1 

a 

¥ 
(S 
at 

a 
120.6 
•22 .3 

22.5 
27.0 
27.0 
28.0 
31.7 
34.4 
36.0 
32.4 
37.4 
40.6 
30.7 
44.0 
44.3 
44.3 
61.4 
06. E 
95.2 

105.0 
105.0 
124.6 

06.0 
75.8 
87.9 
84.1 
04.8 
07.0 
91.7 
07.8 

100.0 
«80.3 
• 0 1 . 2 
' 4 6 . 7 
MO. 2 
"67.4 
«67.0 

2 

a 
1 

m 
a 

17.0 

23.1 

32.6 

37.5 

'"04."7' 

04.3 

87.0 

91.0 

05.6 

100.0 

68.3 

46.7 

3 

O 

ol» 

si 
Is 

100.0 
108.8 
109.8 
130.1 
130.1 
139.5 
110.8 
120.3 
124.6 
113.3 
130.8 
108.3 
98.1 

119.3 
118.4 
118.4 
110.0 
160.1 
214.9 
239.1 
237.0 
118.0 
02.6 

116.6 
134.0 
96.7 

107.8 
102.3 
00.7 

108.7 
100.1 
80.3 
61.2 
74.7 
80.4 

i 

s 
tn u 

ii 
Sg 
B 
S 

120.1 

141.1 

116.0 

262.6 

07.0 

136.7 

103.6 

110.5 

68.3 

78.4 

6 

"3 

02.5 

107.0 

97.1 

100.5 

108.0 

102.0 

90.0 

"i62ro" 
101.3 

06.3 

07.6 

0 

B 

•Sis 

1 

1 
0 

- 1 . 5 
- 3 . 0 
- 4 . 5 
- 0 . 0 
- 7 . 5 

1.0 
3.2 
4.7 
0.3 
7.9 

- . 0 
- 1 . 2 
- 1 . 7 
- 2 . 3 
- 2 . 0 

1.3 
2.0 
3.0 
6.2 
0.6 
4.3 
8.0 
1.0 
2.0 

- 2 . 0 
- 4 . 0 

1.6 
2.0 
. 0 

1.3 
- 2 . 4 
- 4 . 7 
- 1 . 2 
- 2 . 5 

7 

+ 

as 

•Si 

i 
8 100.0 
08; 5 
97.0 
95.5 
04.0 
02.5 

101.0 
103.2 
104.7 
100.3 
107.9 
99.4 
98.8 
08.3 
07.7 
07.1 

101.3 
102.0 
103.9 
105.2 
106.5 
104.3 
108.6 
101.0 
102.0 
08.0 
06.0 

101.5 
102.9 
100.0 
101.3 
.070 
.963 
.988 
.976 

8 

Is 
Be 
25(9 

100.0 
107.2 
106.5 
130.0 
127.9 
129.1 
112.0 
124.1 
130.4 
120.4 
141.1 
107.7 
90.9 

117.3 
115.7 
115.0 
117.5 
164.0 
223.3 
261.6 
262.4 
123.7 
67.9 

Ufl.7 
130.7 
03.8 

103.5 
103.8 
99.6 

107.3 
110.6 
78.4 
68.3 
73.8 
78.4 

V a l u e 

9 

a 

17.9 
19.2 
19.1 
23.3 
22.0 
23.1 
26.0 
28.7 
30.1 
27.8 
32.0 
36.1 
31.6 
38.2 
37.7 
37.6 
44.1 
67.8 
87.6 
94.3 
94.7 

117.1 
04.3 
76.0 
87.0 
82.6 
91.0 
94.6 
90.5 
97.1 

100.0 
78.4 
68.3 
43.0 
46.7 
67.4 

' 0 7 . 0 

1 Figures for 1809 and 1900 estimated by comparison with an unpublished Index 
prepared by Clark Warburton. 

' Figures for 1930 to 1936 inclusive are from Bulletin No. 68, of Nov 16, 1935, of 
National Bureau ot Economic Besearch. Aggregate value Index for these years 
computed by applying Bureau of Labor Statistics wholesale price index to index of 
physical volume of production therein obtained. Figures may not be exactly com­
parable with those for 1901 to 1920. 

»Preliminary. 

Estimate of Value of Goods Marketed at Wholesale. 

The aggregate value of goods produced for the years 
1899-1935 was then computed by use of the index and 
the refined figure for 1929 (see table 4). To these value 
figures were added the value of imports for consumption, 
for which data were avaUable from the Bureau of 
Foreign and Domestic Commerce. The result was the 
estimated total value of goods marketed at wholesale 
for the years 1899-1935. These figures were then 
reduced to relatives on the basis of 1929=100. They 
afford a reasonably good index of the value of goods 
marketed at wholesale since 1899 and indicate the 
changes which have taken place over this period of 36 
years. Since price changes influence value figures, the 
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value mdex has been reduced through the use of a '̂ '""^ ^iS^l^^'iit'^^o&eil^ZA^'^^ulm^-.'Sh''' '"'°'"' 
wholesale price index to a crude index of physical 
volume of goods marketed at wholesale. 

Table 3.—Total Value of Goods Produced in tiie United States, 1929 

[In thousands] 

item 

Gross value of manufactured goods 
Less receipts from contract work, services, and Interplant transfers. 

Net value of manufactured goods distributed by manufacturers 
Value of goods manufactured: 

(a) By wbolesale establishments 
(b) By retail establishments 

Total value of manufactured goods distributed.. . 
Agricultural production (cash Income) 
Value of products of mines and quarries.. 
Value of crude petroleum production 
Value ot forest products (not manufactured) 
Value of fishery products (not manufactured) 
Value of products of hunting and fishing 

Total volue ot goods produced in the United States for sale.-

Amount 

I $69,960,010 
' 7,520,707 

02,431,143 

3 1,183,023 
'310,270 

63,030,446 
»10,140,720 
«2,392,660 
'1,280,417 
•1,100,000 

• 106,070 
>» 20,000 

78,970,202 

1 Census of Manufactures, U. S. Buroau of the Census. 
> For the year 1929 data were collected by the Census of Manufactures showing 

that $3,542,014,000 consisted of receipts from contract and repair work, $2,385,793,000 
represented interplant transfers, and $1,001,060,000 were in the form of receipts from 
service industries. For 1033 the amounts for these items were obtained by applying 
reported ratios as of 1029 to the value of products by industries for 1933. To the 1933 
figure has been added tbe value of motion-picture production iu order to make the 
data comparable with 1929. Thus, the estimated receipts from contract and repair 
work for 1933 were $1,798,000,000, for Interplant transfers the flgure was $917,000,000, 
and for receipts from service industries the amount was .$609,000,000. 

' For 1929 tho data are given in the Census of Wholesale Distribution. The 1933 
flgure was obtoined by applying the percent decrease, 1920-33, In value of products 
reported by the Census of Manufactures, to the reported amoimt of goods manu­
factured in wholesale establishments during 1029. 

< For 1929 the data are given In tbe Census of Retail Distribution. The 1033 flgure 
was obtained by applying the percent decrease, 1929-33, in value ol products reported 
by the Census of Manufactures, to the reported amount of goods manufactured in 
wholesale establishments during 1920. 

1 Yearbook of Aericulture, 1031, p. 077. 
t Census of Mines ond Quarries, Bureau of tbe Census. 
' Bureau of Mines, Department of Interior. 
» Census of Manufactures, Bureau of the Census. 
> Bureau of Fisheries, Department of Commerce. 
i» Fifteenth Census of the United States, 1030, Distribution, vol. II, U. S. Depart­

ment of Commerce, Bureau of tbe Census, table 1, p. 4. 

Trend of Wholesale Trade, 1899-1935. 

It is interesting to note that the total volume of 
goods in value terms amounted to approximately 15 
biUion doUars in 1899 and remaioed fairly constant at 
16 bUhon dollars for the next 2 years. There was a 
fairly gradual increase to 25 biUion doUars in 1907, with 
a recession indicated in 1908 resulting no doubt from 
the financial panic of 1907. The year 1909 saw the re­
sumption of the upward trend of wholesale trade which 
continued with few interruptions to a maximum of ap­
proximately 98 biUion doUars in 1920, which marked 
the cuhmnation of the postwar boom. There was a 
sharp decline to less than 54 bihion doUars in 1921, after 
which there was a steady increase to nearly 84 bUlion 
doUars in 1929. The great depression reduced the 
volume of wholesale trade to 35^ biUion doUars in 1932, 
the lowest point which had been reached since 1915. 
There was a shght recovery in 1933 and a very sub­
stantial recovery in 1934 and 1935; in the latter year 
the estimated volume was nearly 56 biUion doUai-s. 

In iQterpreting these value figures a note of caution 
must be sounded. Much of the fluctuation is due, not 
to changes in the volume of wholesale trade, but to 
changes in the level of wholesale prices. When aUow-
ance is made for price changes the flow of wholesale 
trade over the period covered is much steadier. From 
about one-third of the 1929 volume at the turn of the 

Year 

1899 
1900 
1901 
1002 
1003 
1004 
1006 
1006 
1007 
1008 
1009 
1010 
1011 
1012 
1013 
1014 , 
1016 
191(1 
1917 
1918 
1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1027 • 
1028 
1920 
1030 
1931 
1032 
1033 
1934 
1936 

1 

Aggre­
gate 

value 
index 
(1929= 

100) 

17.9 
19.2 
19.1 
23.3 
22.9 
23.1 
26.0 
28,7 
30.1 
27.8 
32.6 
35.1 
31.6 
38.2 
37.7 
37.6 
44.1 
67.8 
87.6 
04.3 
04.7 

117.1 
64.3 
76.0 
87.0 
82.6 
01.0 
91.5 
90.5 
97.1 

100.0 
78.4 
68.3 
43.0 
45.7 
57.4 

"07.9 

2 

Aggre­
gate 

value of 
domes­
tic pro­
duction 

(mU-
llons of 
dollars) 

14,137 
16,103 
15,084 
18,401 
18,080 
18,243 
20,634 
22,660 
23,772 
21,956 
25,746 
27,721 
24,050 
30,160 
20,774 
20,616 
34,828 
46,048 
69,104 
74,474 
74,790 
92,480 
60,782 
60,232 
60,420 
65,165 
71,868 
74,032 
71,473 
76,686 
78,076 
61,017 
40,043 
33,000 

»37,086 
45,332 
53,625 

3 

Imports 
for con­
sump­
tion In­
cluding 
duties 
paid 
(mil­

lions of 
dollars) 

888 
• 1,000 

1,042 
1,151 
1,280 
1,240 
1,345 
1,607 
1,744 
1,406 
1,577 
1,«74 
1,838 
1,940 
2,080 
2,100 
1,076 
2,573 
3,124 
3,123 
4,065 
6,428 
2,840 
3,625 
4,290 
4,107 
4,728 
4,098 
4,738 
4.620 
4,924 
3,670 
2,450 
1,584 
1,717 
1.037 

< 2,108 

i 

Total 
value of 

goods 
market­

ed at 
whole­
sale 1 

(2+3) 
16,026 
16,223 
18,126 
19,562 
10,375 
10,483 
21,879 
24,173 
26,516 
23,421 
27,323 
29,595 
20,794 
32,115 
31,894 
31,806 
36,803 
48,221 
72,238 
77,607 
78,866 
07,908 
63,031 
02,757 
73,719 
69,202 
70.690 
79,030 
70,211 
81,300 
83,900 
66,493 
4.8,502 
36,644 
38,803 
47,260 
55,733 

5 

Index of 
value of 

goods 
market­

ed at 
whole­

sale 
(1020= 

100) 

17.9 
19.3 
10.2 
23.3 
23.1 
23.2 
26.1 
28.8 
30.4 
27.9 
32.0 
35.3 
31.9 
38.3 
38.0 
37.0 
43.9 
67.5 
80.1 
92.5 
94.0 

110.7 
03.9 
74.8 
87.9 
82.6 
01.3 
04.0 
00.8 
90.9 

100.0 
78.1 
67.8 
42.4 
46.2 
66.3 
66.4 

g 

Index of 
whole­

sale 
.prices 
(1929= 

109) 

54.8 
58.9 
68.0 
61.8 

, 02.6 
62.6 
03.1 
64.8 
08.4 
00.0 
70.0 
73.9 
08.1 
72.5 
73.2 
71.6 
72.0 
89.7 

123.3 
137.8 
145.4 
162.0 
102.4 
101.6 
105.6 
102.9 
108.0 
104.9 
100.1 
101.5 
100.0 
90.7 

, 70.0 
68.0 
09.2 
78.0 
83.9 

7 

Index of 
physical 
volume 
ofgoods 
market­

ed at 
whole­

sale 
(1929= 

100) 

(5-^6) 
32.7 
32.8 
33.1 
37.7 
37.0 
37.1 
41.4 
44.4 
44.4 
42.3 
46.0 
47.8 
40.8 
62.8 
51.9 
53.0 
00.2 
04.1 
00.8 
67.1 
64.6 
08.0 
62.4 
73.7 
83.2 
80.3 
84.1 
00.5 
00.7 
05.6 

100.0 
86.1 
75.5 
62.4 
66.8 
71.6 
79.1 

> See in text e.\planatinn of concept used. 
> Preliminary. 
' Bevised estimates of actual value of domestic production calculated directly from 

census data. 
< Preliminary Imports for consumption and duties paid. Monthly summary of 

Foreign Commerce of the United States, December 1035. 

century, slow but steady progress was made to about 
53 percent in 1912 through 1914. The war period saw 
a substantial increase to nearly 70 percent of the 1929 
level in 1917. There was a slight recession to 62.4 per­
cent in 1921, after which there was a substantial in­
crease to nearly 74 percent in 1922. The years of rela­
tive prosperity culminating in 1929 saw the physical 
volume of wholesale trade rise steadUy to a peak in that 
year. Since then there has, of course, been a decline 
in the volume of wholesale trade, but it is much less in 
physical terms than in value. The low point was 
reached in 1932 at 62.4 percent of the 1929 level, 
whereas the value in that year was but 42.4 percent 
of the 1929 level. The revival since 1932, while slow, 
has brought the physical volume up to 79 percent of 
the 1929 level, or approximately the level which pre-
vaUed in 1924. 

It is reahzed that these figures are only estimates and 
hence are open to the criticism of all such data. It is 
beheved, however, that the estimates are reasonable, 
and that they may afford a better conception as to 
what has happened to the wholesale trade than has. 
been avaUable heretofore. 


